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Once in a great while some man makes a speech so vividlv 
reved.ing himseLf that even they who thought thev knew him through and 
h a u g h  confess they never really knew him at all - a speech so direct and 
shple ,  so palpably sincere, so poignantly heart-felt, that further 
naiwoncepfion concerning him becomes impossible, prejudice elraporates, 
cdurnny hides its face, and the man - the real man - is seen to be just u)lrnl 
he is. Now, john D. Spreckels made just such a speech on Saturday 
eve&lg, May 19h, 1923 - and San Diego, where he had lived for a third of 
a century, §an Diego which thought it knew h m ,  discovered the real man. 
It was at a dinner Mr. Spreckels was giving in the Hotei Del Coronado to 
some hundred or more representative San Diegans. He was just about to 
round our his threescore years and ten; he was looking forward to the 
time v~hen he ma!" hope to transfer at least a portion of his heavy burdem 
to younger shoulders; and, from the depths of a heart filled to overflowing 
with love for the city of his dream, he made this unique appeal for 
understanding and co-operation. The effect was profound. 

Here is John D's never-to-k-forgo~en npologin pro zliln sttn: 
"Gentlemen: I have asked you to do me the honor of dining with 

me to-night for three reasons: First, I want to know you better. Second, I 
want you to know me better. And, lastly, I want you to understand 
precisr:iy what I have hied to do irl the past; what my attitude is at 
present; and, above all, what I plan and hope to do in the future. 

"1 shall be trank. I am a man. You are men. You represent the 
eomerciai ,  financial, indushial, municipal, and social organizations of 
our city. It happens, as you know, that my inveshnents here are large, my 
sfmpmsibilities heavy, and my aims high. Our interest in §an Diego is, 
&erefore, mutual. if I have not spoken my mind before, i t  was because I 
m a  man of action rather than words; hut I have foreseen the lime when 1 
must speak - right out in meeting - as man to man. \Yell, gentlemen, that 
time is now! 

"Why did I came to San Diego? Why did anv of you come? We 
c m e  because we thought we saw an unusual opporhiruty here. We 
klieved that everything pointed to this as the logical site for a great city 
a d  seaport. In short, we had faith in San Diego's future. So we cast in 
o w  lot here. We gave of our time and our strength and our means (big or 
IiMe) to help develop our city and, naturall~, our own fortunes. And I, far 



one, have never lost mv faith in San Diego. In fair weather or foul; in the 
face of certain persistent opposition and almost constant malicious 
misrepresentation, of which 1 shall speak later; and in spite of deiavs and 
disappoinhnents; I have gone steadily forward in my effort to help build 
eke Sa.n Diego I saw in a vision on that far-off day thirty-six years ago, 
whm 1: first sailed the old Luriine into our splendid harbor. There have 
k n  t h e s  - lots of them - when the game did not seem worth the candle. 
But, gentlemen, 1 am here yet! 

"I had faith in San Diego. I still have. That is why I am still here. 
Faith! It may be able to move mountains, but, gentlemen, no amount of 
mere faith ever built a city. Only one thing can build a city - co-operation. 
It is team-play alone that can put a city on the map - and keep it there. 
Big cities require big men - men big enough to forget petty personal 
&dferences, and pull together without jealousies or suspicions or factional 
bickering. In other words, before you can turn a smali town into a real 
city, you have got to shed the srnaii town skin. 

"Mow, gentlemen, between ourselves, what is the matter with San 
Diego'? W l ~ y  is i t  not the metropolis arrJ seaport that its geograpl.~ical and 
other unique advantages entitle it in be? Why does San Diego alwavs just 
miss the train, somehow? 1 will tell you. in three words: Lack of co- 
operation. We have no team-play. The moment anybody appears with 
my proposi(ion of a big conskuctive nature, the small town undertakers 
get busy digging its grave. jealousy and suspicion line up the antis and 
hockrrrs against any man or measure bigger than their mo-by-four 
standards. And if any lnan dares to invest too heavily, he is promptly 
waned that San Diego objects to being a 'one-man town'. Weli, 
genflemen, if being a one-man town is bad for the town, it's hell for the 
'one man.' 

"'Lei me tell you my story. Columbus and i both stumbled upon 
our dixoveries by accident. He was looking lor India - and accidentally 
dkscovered America. The voung skipper of the E ~ i r l i t ~ e  (I was only thirty- 
four at the time) was looking for fresh grub for his larder - and 
accidentdly discovered San Diego. And San Diego welcomed me with 
open a r m .  That was 'wa?. back in 1887, yola know, and the boom was just 
a b u t  to burst. The need of the hour was - capital. (It is the need of most 
bows, by the way.) It seems they had heard of me; so the leading citizens 



welcomed me and showed me around town, and begged me to get into 
the game of making San Diego the mehopolis of the southwest. 

"1 listened to all they had to say. (I always listen.) I did my own 
ng. (1 always do.) And §an Diego looked so good to me that, 

ough 1 was already up to my neck in affairs elsewhere, I decided right 
&en s,nd there to make San Diego my home, and to do  ail in my power to 
help build a great city on the shores of our matchless bay. And 
gentiemem~, now, after thirq-six years, I can truly say 'I am glad I came to 
Sm Ciego.' Yes, and in spite of everything, I still hope and believe that 
my e<uly dreams may be realized. I know they can if our village 
squabblers and small town pikers can be given to understand that, from 
new on, younger and bigger men mean to make San Diego a real man- 
sized metropolitan city. 

"My first venture here was building the coal bunkers an4 
esQblishing the Spreckels Brothers Commerciai Company. This was 
for(un.ate, for i t  enabled the Santa Fe to keep on running traim to Sana 
Diego. The main lines of the Santa Fe svstem were then in the hands of a 
rweiver, but as I was happily able to finance the 5an Diego division and to 
supply coal for the engines, we were saved from being entirely cut off. It 
was an extremely critical situation. Tlie booin had bnrst. Thousands were 
scurrykg off like rats from a sinking ship. Everybody who could get out, 
got out. Only brave men full of grit had the nerve to hang on, hoping 
agaim.t hope, determined to weather the storm. Among these men of 
courag;e and vision was the late Mr. E.S. Babcock. Having begun a 
arumb2r of important entc?rprises, he t~irned to me for help when the 
sated balloon collapsed, and I completed the building of Hotel Del 
Coronado and tire Lower Okay dam. So, you see, circunlstances forced me 
to get deeper and deeper into the big game of helping to develop San 
Diego. So T took off my coat and pitched in for all 1 was worth - I and my 
brother Adoiph, Yes, the San Diego 'bug' had got me, gentlemen, just as it 
got you - and here we are! 

"Now please remember that 1 was not a retired capitalist looking 
rnereljr lor safe investments. I was not in the market for coupon-bearing 

ities of enterprises already established. No! I was a young man, a 
young American business man, looking for opporhlnifies. I was out to 
h d  a big opporhlnity to do big corst~uctive work orr a big scale - and in 



%n Diego I thought I foresaw just such a chance. So I started in to buy 
real state,  to erect buildings, to finance enterprises, and to develop our 
local resources. In short, I began to lay foundations, gentlemen, 
founda~ons deep and wide enough to carry the big ideas I had of helping 
to turn a b a k u p t  village into a city. I realized of course that a11 these 
iravestments would never amount to much, and that San Diego would 
never grow, and that our d r e a m  would never be anything but dreams - 
udess we secured those fundamental necessities, water and 
karasportafion. So I set to work to develop a system of impounding dams 
in the back country, and a sheet railway system which would reach out to 
even the outlying sections of the city. 

"Right here 1 want to disclaim an idea that some of my critics 
accuse me of cherishing. It is insinuated that because I undertook those 
basic alevelopments I have set myself up as a sort of special providence or 
'savior' of San Diego. Nonsense! I made those larger inveslments to 
protect the investments I had aireadv made. I am a business man, not a 
Santa Claus nor a damn fool. Any man who claims to invest millions for 
the Pull of being ir>oked up to as a liMie local tin god is either a lunatic or a 
Iiar. I:, gentlemen, all] neither. i simplv used plain, ordinary business 
*me. The city woiild not grow without an abundant water supply and 
adequate sheet car facilities. An\$ fool could see that. And if San Diego 
did not grow, my big investments would never par1. So, just naturally, I 
got busy. I f  anybody suspects that my ulterior motive was to make San 
Diego a 'one-man' town and to make myself the dictator of city hall 
politics - well, gcntlemi?n, all i can1 say is: Let the imbeciles enjoy their 
Sun-inspired imbecility. 

"Some years ago, when some of our peanut politiciarzs were 
w d n g  %n Diego not to fall for the crafty schemes of the foxy "Spreckels 
hterests,' a certain well-known wit and sage said that my name must be 
John Demented Sprerkeis, because if I \\*as not crazy i tcould not subject 
myself to this constant yelping of village curs, but sell out my holdings, 
put ail my monev into Goverm~ent bonds, sail aurav on my vacht, and let 
%in Diego go to'heli - or look to the bunch of antii~precke; knockers to 
save the city, under the high-minded leadership of the San Diego Sun. 
Genuemen, he did not know me, or he would never have suggested a 



smerlder on my part. WhatexFer else l may or may not be, I am not a 
quitter. 

"'I love §an Diego. I believe in 5an Diego. And on several 
occasions, when the carrying out of some of my larger projects has 
rquired their votes, the people of §an Diego have shown their confidence 
in me by refusing to listen to the insinuations of the village vilifiers. 
Mayh: my faith in San Diego has fooled me into mming a l i t t le ahead of 
the game. But if I have extended the sheet car lines ahead of population - 
id I have built stores and offices and hotels and a theahe ahead of the 
d e m ~ l d  - I can see that this may be a reflection on my business sense; but 
for thtr life of me I can not see that San Diego has any cause for complaint. 
Mettier  or not any investment paid me, i paid taxes on it. 

"I build for the future, not for immediate returns. And, gentlemen, 
w b t  bigger dividends does life ever pay to any man than the zest of 
creahaig and developing the one big consbuctive aim of his life. Well, the 
a h  of my life has been the buil~iing up of San Diego. Men like me get our 
reward in the very activity of doing, or of trying to do, big things. I t  is my 
life. 

"A 'one-man' t o ~ ~ !  My God! if vou only knew how often I have 
hmed heaven and earth to induce men of large means to come to San 
Diego. For thirb , , years I have hoped and worked for men with big ideas, 
big abiliq, and big capita!, to come and get into our big game down here. 
G d  knows we need them! just see what brains and capital have done for 
Los Al~geles. Why? Well, simply because Los Angeles business men see 
the need lor whoie-hearted co-operation; and §an Diego business men do  
not. That is the story in a nut-shell. They pull together; we indulge in a 
bg-of-war. They build; we tear down. Anybodv who says that I have 
~ e d  to keep capital out of San Diego because I wanted to run the town is 
a fool or a cheap politician - or, verv likeiy, both. Whv, gentlemen, what 
could possibly be more to ma7 interest than to have men like Rockefeller, 
or M e w  Ford, or 1.P. Morgan, or any others of unlimited means, 
m o u n c e  that thev were about to pour hundreds of millions into the 
development of San Diego? i.Vould not the \,slue of all my holdings here 
be mulaiplied ten-fold? Mioilid not such an enormous i d u x  of capital 
mm more to me khan to anybody else? Yes, gentlemen; and any time 
h t  anybody wires to you that he is coming with millions to boost San 



Diego I will march at the head of the procession down Broadway, to greet 
the ior~g-awaited life-saver as he jumps off the train. I will also deliver the 
addretis. It will be brief: --'Welcome, ~ielcome to our city!' 

"One instance in my experience will show you that the glory of 
king ihe aIleged 'one man' in a 'one-man' town is not what it is cracked 
up to be. I refer to the building of the San Diego & Arizona Railroad. You 
are farniliar with the heart-breakhg story of San Diego's early efforts to 
k o m e  the Pacific terminus of a bamontinentai railroad. It is a story of 
dkappoinhrment after disappoinhnent, which dashed San Diego's perfectly 
jusaied hopes of becoming the great seaport and railway t e e n u s  of the 
southv<est, and finally left i t  stranded - a little station in a pocket at the 
end of a branch line. 

''I realized from the very first that San Diego would never come 
into it: own till we had got direct communication with the east. So, when 
iadir. E. H. Harriman of the Suthern  Pacific asked me to act as his agent in 
bu~dirtg the San Diego & Arizona road, I eagerly agreed lo do so, and I 
gave Can Diego my word that now - at last - the 'way out' had been 
found. Then Mr. Harriman died, and the Southern Pacific announced its 
hbiliiy or its unwillingness to go on with the work. M a t  was 1 to do? I 
had given San Diego my word. I must complete the road. But this ~ ~ o u l d  
require! millions - four mjllions just for the section through the Carriso 
Gorge alone - and the money markets of the world were utterly 
demoralized by the war. No money was to be had, on any terms, for my 
purpose. And all railroad developmen-tt was stopped by the Goverment! 

"Gentlemerr, if you think that there was any fun in the 'one-man' 
job just about that time, you are welcome to tackle the next one that turns 
up, for I beg to be excused. It was up  to me to bring in to San Diego a 
direct train from the east - or go back on my promise. Well, in spite of 
hell (and it was hell, believe me), a direct train from the east slid into our 
Union Station on December Is', 1919 - and San Diego got what I had 
psolnised. 

"One more incident. Ask the president of your bank what might 
have h,$ppened at the time of the consoiidation of the First National and 
mothel: bank, if I had not happily been in the position to do what 1 did. It 
was a very ugiv financial situation. I luckily was able to save it by 
prsanally wiping out obligations for which i was in no way responsible, 



eilher legally or morally. It cost me several hundreds of thousands of 
dollars out of my own pocket. I mention this not as a boast, but merely to 
give you some idea of the delights of living in a one-man town. Yes, 
d m  SpreckeIs - except when the hat is being passed around. 

"Perhaps some of you are now saying to yourselves: 'But, Mr. 
Spr~Irels, if all you wanted to do was to build up San Diego, why do you 
&ways play politics, and try to run the city council?' My answer is: I don't. 
I have never 'played politics' nor had the slightest wish to 'run' the city 
eounc:il - nor to run anything but my own business. And right here I am 
going to tell you the straight blunt truth about my relations, past and 
present, with local politics. Listen! 

"I am engaged in one line of business (the street railway) which, 
k h g  a public utility, brings me into a sort of coparmership with the city - 
m d  thus into frequent contact with the city council, whose duty it is to see 
that. the franchises granted to me are satisfactory to the people, and that 
the terms are faithfully lived up to by me. Now this is quite as it should 
be. And I defv , any . man to point to any instance of my ever having tried 
to Muence an\, member of the city government against the best interests 
of the city, or to my ever having tried to circumvent or evade the law in 
my way. You gentlemen, on the other hand, can run your businesses 
preq  much as you choose. So long as you do not violate a few petty 
ordimnces - such as not to obstruct the sidewalk in front of your stores, 
not to park )*our car in the wrong place, or not to maintain a nuisance on 
your premises - I say that, as iong as you observe these simple regulations, 
the cify government is no more to you than is the go\,erm~ent in 
WaKl~gkon. You do not have to know or care who happen? to be in the 
city hall. Gentiemen, permit me to congratulate you. 

" k t  now b y  to put yourselves in mv piace lor a moment. Before 
each election certain candidates come out on an 'anti-Spreckels' platform. 
ghis meam that, if they are elected, the!, will do all they can to antagonize 
me. It brands me a public enemy, from whose nefarious schemes these 
heroic statesmen pledge themselves to protect the otherwise defenseless 
geople. Now, suppose a bunch of peanut politicians hied to sneak into 
office by proclaiming themselves anti-Marston or anti-Flolzwasses or anti- 
M?aukr or anti-Heller. Suppose they pledged themelves to do 
every&hing they could do to counteract the pernicious influence of these 



business men, and to make it as difficult as possible for them to cany on 
UPek 1,usiness. What would these gentlemen do? They would hotly 
resent the infamous imputation, denounce the candidate who made it, and 
support his opponent. Well, gentlemen, that is precisely how I feel about 
it. ArLd that is my only interest in local politics. As long as candidates 
prmlaim themselves anti-Spreckels, can you blame me for defending 
myseU' and supporting the other man? I am no coward. Quit making me 
an issate, and I will quit 'politics.' Surely, there must &e men available for 
our city government with something more construcSive in their heads 
&an the popular slogan" 'To hell with Spreckels!' If that is the only 
necessary qualilication for office, then God help §an Diego! How long do 
you progressive business men mean to stand for this sort of small-town 
sMf? it paralyzes progress; it puncares prosperiy; in short, it hurts San 
Biego, not me. Think it over, gentlemen, and see if you do not think it is 
about lime to wake up. I do. 

"'Of course we all b o w  the chief source of the maDiciolls iduence  
whch, by fanning the flames of factional strife, prevents San Diego from 
oukpowing its small-town traditiom, and growing up to that 
mehopolitan dignity and prosperity which can come only through co- 
operation. A scurrilous, unscrupulous, and hypocritical newspaper, 
whose lile depends upon stirring up discontent, arousing suspicion, and 
pmdering to the envy and jealousy of the man in the street, can do much 
to tear down conshuctive effort by its destruc~ve tactics. Well, gentlemen, 
% Diego tolerates just such a newspaper. I t  is one of a numerous sking 
of similar sheets owned bv a multi.millionaire who has pubiici~ admined 
&at he has made millions by hounding other millionaires a n i  by posing 
as the (:hampion of the poor, do~ln-hodden working man! M a t  more do 
we need to say of this man? His own corlfession gives us his full-length 
portrait. What has he ever done lor §an Diego? Has he helped the 
workkg man by investirig any part of his fortune here, in buildings or 
hdusbies or enterprises of any sore? No. He has gone on piiing up his 
diem by hypocriiicaliy pretending that if it were not for the watcMui 
eye of his San Diego Sun, the people would be like poor, dumb sheep, 
devoured by those hungry woI\~es - the Spreckeis interests, the gas 
company, the banks, the big merchants and manulackreas, and 
evergrbody else who is trying to build up  5an Diego. Gentlemen, it is 



emier to tear down than to build up. It is easier - and in his case more 
profik~ble - to s i r  up dissension and jealousy than to encourage mutual 
codidence and cordial co-operation. So this man, like a vulture, uses his 
vile newspapers to tear society to pieces, so that he can fatten on the 
broken scraps. That is God's huth, gentlemen, and you knorrl it. 

"i have had my say. I have spoken frankly in the hope that from 
now ctn a larger and more genuine spirit of co-opera~on may prevail. I 
ask n13 favors. I ask only co-operation. If the young, red-blooded, 
prog~tssive business men of the cih: will only get together and sh'ck 
together, nothing will be too big to expect for San Diego. Co-operation 
and team-play can and will get us anywhere. Discord and petty jealousy 
will get us nowhere. It is up to you, gentlemen, to say which it is to be. 

""Iear no grudge against any man; I feel no resenhnent; and I plan 
no reprisals. On the conhaor, i am already planning very important 
extemiom and developments and new invesments. This leads me to sap 
a word about my successor, my son, on whose shouiders must soon rest 
the heavy burden of my responsibilities, and the carrying out of my future 
p l m .  I am no longer young. 'The term of my active life is drawing near. 
All i ask for him who is to follow me is your support and sympathy in his 
efforts to realize, after I am gone, the dream and hope I cherished for San 
Diego. Gentlemen, f thank you. And now let us all stand and drink to 
%n Dlego - united and therefore prosperous," 

As with trembling lips and brimning eyes Mr. Spreckels uttered 
the cric~sing words of this epochal address, every man in the room sprang 
to hihis feet, cheering, waving serviettes, not to pledge their efforts anew to 
Sam Diego - that was not their first thought - but to show their devotion to 
the mzm whom thev now knew as they had never known him before, the 
big simple, p e a t  man, wliose greatness his simple eloquence liad just 
revealed to them. And the speeches which followed were not the usual 
yserhurr.ctory after-dinner speeches; they rang with the unn~istakable note 
of sincerib - brief, non-rhetorical, man-to-man expressions of love and 
loydv. Every San Diegan who heard John D's taik that night knew that, 
like a thunderstorm, i t  had cleared the air. 

That his appeal for a new spirit of fulier co-operation and a better 
mderstanding of himself and his life's a i m  had hit the mark was shown a 



few weeks later at the great "appreciation dinner" tendered to Mr. 
Spreckr:ls by the united organizations of the city. More than six hundred 
men, rctpresenting every walk in life and every (former) faction, gathered 
on Welinesday evening, June 13*, 1923, about the long banquet tables in 
the ball room of the U.S. Grant Hotel, while several hundreds more were 
m e d  away for lack of room. I f  ever there was a genuine love-least, that 
memorable dinner was one. Men who, for a generaaion, had 
wrisuntlerstood John D., and because of so misunderstanding him had 
opposed him, showed by their very presence at  this testimonial dinner, 
and by their words of d e i g n e d  appreciation, that henceforth he and his 
son  Claus, could count upon their cordial support. The hatchet - all the 
lwd hatchets - and the animosities were buried so deep that any man 
new aiught hying to dig them up would be publicly denounced not 
merely as an ingate toward the man to whom San Diego owes so much, 
but as ,a kaitor to San Diego herself. I t  is more than a year now since Mr. 
Spreck.els made his fanlous speech, and its beneficent effect, so far from 
dirarinishing with the lapse of time, grows more and more apparent. San 
D i q o  has, orict? and  for all, "shed its sinail-town skin." No small result, 
this, from one plain talk. 




